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At the request of the Maine State Legislature, the Maine Educational Policy Research Institute 
(MEPRI) has monitored the progress and challenges school districts have faced in designing and 
implementing teacher performance evaluation/professional growth (PE/PG) systems.  During the 
last year, particular attention has focused on federal requirements that PE/PG systems use 
statewide standardized assessment data for measuring student growth over time.  Therefore, 
MEPRI conducted a series of case studies involving seven school districts across the state in 
order to assess issues involving the incorporation of student growth data in their PE/PG system.  
The work for this project was conducted in Spring of 2015, with the goal of addressing three 
general sets of questions: 
(1) What instruments are these districts currently using to assess student growth across 
the curriculum? What features do superintendents and teachers seek in student 
assessment measures? To what degree are districts using the MEA/Smarter Balanced 
for assessing student growth, and what concerns do they have that may be limiting its 
use in PE/PG systems?   
(2) How are these districts using student data to define and measure growth?  How is 
growth weighted and incorporated into their PE/PG system? 
(3) What classroom observation tools are these districts using?  What challenges and 
solutions have they found?  How do student growth and classroom observation data 
compare?  How are they balanced and reconciled in the PE/PG system? 
This project involved interviews with superintendents and/or their designees for seven school 
districts in Maine.  Districts were selected based on information provided in previous MEPRI 
surveys in order to identify those that (1) were using standardized student assessment data to 
measure student growth, (2) were at a relatively more advanced stage of PE/PG system design 
and implementation, and (3) reflected a range of student, community, and geographic variation 
across the state of Maine.  Case studies used a semi-structured interview conducted in-person or 
via a conference call.  Interviews were recorded with the permission of all participants, and 




Student Assessment Instruments 
Not surprisingly, one of the more significant challenges districts have faced is identifying 
reliable, valid, standardized instruments for assessing student growth across the broad array of 
academic content areas covered in K-12 education.  Researching and selecting specific 
instruments often involved a complex and time consuming process conducted by teams of 
faculty and administrators.    
Beyond validity, reliability, and alignment with the curriculum, superintendents noted several 
additional key features that were considered when selecting measures of student academic 
growth.  First, the time and scheduling of the assessment were key considerations: an assessment 
should be efficient, meaning it provides a maximum amount of useable information, but requires 
a minimal disruption to the normal classroom schedule and practice.   Second, superintendents 
felt assessments should include tools that allow teachers to identify individual student strengths, 
weaknesses, and learning-gaps in as much depth as possible.  This information could then be 
used by teachers to develop a more student-centered, individualized curriculum.  Third, several 
superintendents were specifically interested in measures that allowed multiple assessments each 
year.  This would provide a more complex and sophisticated view of student growth, but would 
also potentially allow them to be used as a formative assessment tool.  Similarly, superintendents 
were interested in measures that would provide results back to administrators as a way of 
informing district policy and actions.  Finally, several superintendents specifically noted a desire 
to avoid instruments that created an environment where there were opportunities for 
manipulation – or even for the potential appearance of manipulation – by educators.  This was 
specifically in response to recent action in Atlanta where several educators were sentenced to jail 
for illegally manipulating student assessment data. 
Beyond mathematics and reading/writing, superintendents indicated that their districts continued 
to seek standardized measures in other content areas.  For example, some districts are using Fit 
Stats – a physical performance assessment already used by many schools in Maine—as a 
measure of growth in physical education, while others are addressing growth in the performance 
arts through change in portfolios or common performances over time.  To identify measures, 
some districts have drawn upon instruments developed and used by multiple different sources 




assessment efforts, such as RTI and proficiency-based education, as a way to address PE/PG 
assessment needs.  Partnerships with other districts, as well as guidance from the Department of 
Education, can thus be particularly beneficial in identifying such solutions.  This can help 
districts avoid “recreating the wheel”, as well as potentially help offset the cost of researching 
and implementing solutions.   
Superintendents expressed a number of concerns with incorporating the MEA / Smarter 
Balanced assessment into their PE/PG systems.  Foremost was the fundamental question of 
whether the Smarter Balanced assessment was going to be used beyond its first year.  Districts 
were uncomfortable shaping the student-growth portion of the PE/PG system around a tool that 
may only be in place once.  The degree to which superintendents felt that key information 
regarding Smarter Balanced results continued to be unclear was an additional major concern.  
These included alignment with curriculum and future policy, such as proficiency-based 
education, as well as the type, extent, and format in which the results would be provided to 
educators.  Also, districts that had institutionalized a formal vetting process for reviewing and 
selecting instruments were hesitant to adopt a new tool without applying the same standards and 
review process to a new MEA measure.  While Maine has since decided to discontinue using 
Smarter Balanced, these concerns may prove valuable when selecting a new measure. 
Superintendents observed that the alignment of assessments with coursework will require 
particular attention over the coming years.  The transition to standards-based education may lead 
to significant changes in the content and timing of some material.  Districts will need to monitor 
their curriculum and assessment instruments in order to verify that what is being measured 
actually aligns with what is intended to be covered in the classroom. 
Incorporating Student Assessment Data into PE/PG Systems 
With no officially defined formula or approach for translating student assessment data into 
measures of student growth, districts have adopted a range of strategies.  Depending on the 
instrument used and the number of assessments, growth was measured within a single academic 
year (fall 2014 to spring 2015), across one calendar year (spring 2014 to spring 2015), or across 
several years (spring 2011-spring 2015).  Some districts also used different time scales based on 




regular, steady basis (e.g., mathematics), and growth over multiple years used for courses that 
have more limited instructional time (e.g., performance arts).  Districts also varied in how they 
addressed summer learning loss.  Spring-to-spring assessments include any loss that occurs over 
the summer: The greater the summer learning loss, the greater the improvement needed to “break 
even” with the previous end-of-year spring assessment.  However, as noted by one 
superintendent, ignoring summer learning loss may overstate how much true growth is occurring 
over multiple years and unintentionally lead to schools not exploring solutions for this issue. 
Districts included in these case studies generally weigh student growth as 20% or more of a 
teacher’s PE/PG score, or are building to 20% over the next few years.  Individual student 
growth was aggregated at different levels in different districts.  For example, the student growth 
score for a sixth grade Spanish teacher may reflect the sum of (1) growth observed for students 
in her class, and/or (2) the overall growth for all sixth grade Spanish students in the school, 
and/or (3) the overall growth for all sixth grade students in the school, and/or (4) the overall 
growth for all students in the school.  These districts may have the growth component for a 
teacher’s PE/PG score based on all four of these different levels of aggregation, or for educators 
who do not work with a specific class, their PE/PG score may be weighted differently to focus on 
student growth in the program area (e.g., Spanish) or grade.  Superintendents reported that with 
good communication obtaining support for a final formula for student growth was generally 
achievable with few difficulties.   
One of the challenges with incorporating student performance data into a PE/PG system is 
identifying an official teacher of record.  Superintendents reported that it was important to 
include a degree of flexibility in assigning teacher of record in order to address unique situations 
that may arise, while recognizing the need to carefully evaluate and monitor such exclusions in 
order maintain the validity of the entire system and avoid “cherry-picking” student scores.  A 
deeper concern was that too much attention on the teacher of record may lead educators to focus 
solely on children who they perceive as “their” students, at the expense of providing support and 
assistance to other students around them.  This was particularly true in regards to students in 





Observation and Other Student PE/PG Data  
Not unexpectedly, observations of teachers “in action” in their classroom were uniformly seen as 
vital components to assessing the quality teaching.  Districts use a variety of classroom 
observational tools based on different standards or models of teaching, with superintendents 
uniformly satisfied with whatever specific system their district was using.  Observational 
systems were computer/web-based, with a range of tools to help observers make reliable, 
accurate assessments.  Systems also included reporting tools to assist teachers and supervisors 
interpret the results and identify skill-areas in which a teacher may benefit from further attention 
and training.  Some districts also include peer observations conducted by other teachers.  These 
may be formal or informal, and depending upon the district they may be strictly for a teacher’s 
own edification and not made available to administrators as part of PE/PG evaluations.  In 
particular, peer observations were seen as a tool for encouraging discussion, collaboration, and 
idea-sharing among teachers.   
Unfortunately, the costs for implementing an observational system and training observers to 
reliability can be significant.  This can be offset in part through partnerships with other districts, 
although superintendents uniformly reported that support from the state for observations would 
be valuable.  In particular, lack of state funding was seen as potentially placing smaller districts 
at a relative disadvantage.  Other possible state-level support, such as state-sponsored 
professional development or regional training, or state assistance coordinating larger 
collaboratives would also be appreciated by the districts. 
Some districts also incorporate student surveys into their PE/PG system.  Depending upon the 
district, student surveys may be widely implemented or used on a limited scale in response to 
specific concerns, such as contradictory PE/PG data.  Superintendents noted that while teachers 
may initially be uncomfortable with the idea of being “evaluated” by their own students, the 
information was valuable in providing insight into the student perception of the classroom 
experience. 
Ultimately, while some teachers were uncomfortable with PE/PG systems identifying teachers as 
performing at different levels of effectiveness, superintendents also reported that other teachers 




and high-performing teachers may be frustrated by a system that simply places all teachers into 
the same category.  Furthermore, it is difficult to target and address the need for additional 
training and support if the evaluation system fails to flag those teachers in need of such support. 
Making it Work: Superintendent Suggestions 
Finally, superintendents noted several common strategies they felt were valuable when 
developing and implementing their systems.  These include:  
 Start early and meet target dates.  However, superintendents also expressed frustration 
that in doing so they had to make repeated changes as state or federal guidelines changed.  
 Draw from multiple sources of information.  This leads to more reliable and valid 
summaries of teacher performance and effectiveness, and serves to address teacher 
concerns regarding potential problems or biases with any single source. 
 Throughout the design process, meet regularly in order to maintain momentum.  Working 
with other districts is an effective way to share ideas and leverage resources.   
 An open, inclusive membership in the design process is valuable.    
 Clear, regular communication with teachers and administrators is important in order to 
ensure transparency as well as to identify and correct any misconceptions that may arise.  
 Everyone must see PE/PG as a continually ongoing process, not just a “hoop to jump 
through” every few years.  All educators should be engaged in some type of PE/PG 
activity each year.  As goals are met, new ones should be established.   
 The PE/PG process cannot simply be seen as a punitive tool used to discipline teachers. 
The goal is to help improve teaching for all educators, and thus improve student learning.  
A perception that the system is designed to target poor teachers interferes with it being 






TABLE OF CONTENTS 
Author’s Biographical Information................................................................................................. ii 
Executive Summary ....................................................................................................................... iii 
Table of Contents ........................................................................................................................... ix 
Introduction ..................................................................................................................................... 1 
Methods........................................................................................................................................... 3 
Student Assessment Instruments ..................................................................................................... 5 
Selection of Assessment Instruments .......................................................................................... 5 
Non-Mathematics/Reading Content Areas ................................................................................. 7 
Additional Possible Strategies for Collecting Student Data ..................................................... 10 
Assessing Areas Beyond Academics ........................................................................................ 12 
The MEA / Smarter Balanced ................................................................................................... 12 
Desired Properties of Student Assessment Instruments ............................................................ 17 
Incorporating Student Assessment Data into PE/PG Systems ...................................................... 22 
How is Growth Conceptualized and Calculated ....................................................................... 22 
Weight Applied to Student Growth .......................................................................................... 25 
Teacher of Record ..................................................................................................................... 27 
Special Education...................................................................................................................... 29 
Factors Impacting Student Growth and Teacher PE/PG Scores ............................................... 31 
Observation and Other Student PE/PG Data ................................................................................ 33 
Observations ............................................................................................................................. 33 
Student Surveys ........................................................................................................................ 37 
When Data Don’t Agree ........................................................................................................... 38 
Differences Are Expected and Desired ..................................................................................... 40 




Don’t Delay and Stay the Course .............................................................................................. 42 
Don’t Rely on One Source – Multiple Sources of Information ................................................ 44 
Don’t Slow Down – Meet Regularly ........................................................................................ 45 
Communicate ............................................................................................................................ 45 
An Ongoing Process ................................................................................................................. 46 







In April 2012, LD1858 was signed into law, setting Maine on a path to develop comprehensive 
teacher performance evaluation / professional growth (PE/PG) systems, with the goal of 
enhancing educator effectiveness and student learning and achievement in Maine.  At the request 
of the Maine State Legislature, the Maine Educational Policy Research Institute (MEPRI) has 
monitored this process through annual surveys of Maine superintendents.  These surveys have 
shown how the PE/PG process for various districts has progressed at different rates based on a 
number of factors, including access to resources (e.g., a Teacher Incentive Fund or TIF grant), 
existing local assessment practices, staffing changes, and local motivations and concerns. 
Furthermore, as the development, piloting, and implementation process has unfolded, state and 
federal rules and legislative action have resulted in changes to the timeline and requirements for 
PE/PG systems.  During the last year, particular attention has focused on federal requirements 
that PE/PG systems incorporate not just standardized assessments of student growth, but 
specifically statewide standardized assessment data.  For Maine, this is the Maine Education 
Assessment or MEA.  In Maine, this change was further complicated by the state’s transition 
from the New England Common Assessment Program (NECAP) to the Smarter Balanced 
assessment as the MEA tool effective Spring 2015.   
Therefore, MEPRI conducted a series of case studies involving seven school districts across the 
state in order to assess issues districts have faced and strategies they have developed for 
including student growth data in their PE/PG system.  For context and comparison, these case 
studies also examined the use of classroom observational data in connection to how these two 
very different approaches are balanced and potentially reconciled in the PE/PG process.  Districts 
were identified based on their previous annual PE/PG survey reports and selected so that the case 
studies focused on those that were at a relatively more advanced stage of the design and 
implementation process, particularly in regards to the use of student assessment data.   
The work for this project was conducted in the Spring of 2015, with the goal of addressing three 




Figure 1.  Participating Districts 
 
 
(4) What instruments are these districts currently using to assess student growth across 
the curriculum? What features do superintendents and teachers seek in student 
assessment measures? To what degree are districts using the MEA/Smarter Balanced 
for assessing student growth, and what concerns do they have that may be limiting its 
use in PE/PG systems?   
(5) How are these districts using student data to define and measure growth?  How is 
growth weighted and incorporated into their PE/PG system? 
(6) What classroom observation tools are these districts using?  What challenges and 
solutions have they found?  How do student growth and classroom observation data 
compare?  How are they balanced and reconciled in the PE/PG system? 
This report integrates the findings from 
these seven case studies.  It begins by 
discussing the selection of student 
assessment instruments, including the 
MEA, and how districts are addressing 
assessment across the curriculum.  It 
then describes how student assessment 
data is being used to define and 
measure growth over time, and how 
growth is used in the PE/PG system.  
The report then reviews classroom 
observation data and observational 
systems being used by these districts, 
including the use of student surveys of 
the classroom environment.  The report 
then concludes with superintendent 
observations and suggestions for 





This project involved interviews with superintendents and/or their designees for seven school 
districts in Maine.  Districts were selected based on information provided in previous MEPRI 
surveys in order to identify those that (1) were using standardized student assessment data to 
measure student growth over time, (2) were at a relatively more advanced stage of PE/PG system 
design and implementation, and (3) reflected a range of student, community, and geographic 
variability across the state of Maine. 
Specific districts included in these seven case studies were: 
 Bangor 
 Lewiston 
 MSAD 27 (Fort Kent) 
 RSU 52 (Turner) 
 RSU 67 (Lincoln) 
 RSU 74 (North Anson) 
 RSU 75 (Topsham) 
Case studies were conducted during Spring 2015 using a semi-structured interview of the district 
superintendent and/or their designee.  On average, interviews lasted approximately 1 hour and 
occurred in-person or via a conference call.  Interviews were recorded with the permission of all 
participants, and subsequently transcribed.  Direct quotes from the interviews are used 
throughout the report.  Verbatim quotes are used whenever practical.  Square brackets, or [ ], are 
used when the author has paraphrased spoken material and braces, or{ }, are used to reflect other 
information that may be useful when interpreting the speaker’s voice, such as {laughter}.   
All participants gave permission to be identified and for quotes to be used in this report; 
however, speakers are nevertheless de-identified (i.e., Superintendent A through G, based upon a 
random ordering).  In some cases the source for a quote may simply be labeled “a 
superintendent” if the information is likely to be identifiable and thus also reveal other quotes he 




that the source for many specific quotes can be determined if a reader so desires; however, as 
noted previously, participants gave permission to be quoted.   
When reading these quotes, it is important to remember that these are verbatim statements of 
unprepared spoken material, largely left unedited in order to capture the speakers “voice”.  The 
flow and grammar thus reflect a more casual and colloquial style than the speakers would use in 






STUDENT ASSESSMENT INSTRUMENTS 
The section summarizes various measures and strategies that participating districts are using to 
assess student performance across the curriculum.  It includes areas such as mathematics and 
reading that have a more established history of standardized assessment, as well as historically 
less-addressed topics such as performance art and physical education.  The MEA/Smarter 
Balanced assessment is specifically addressed, including concerns districts reported with adding 
Smarter Balanced (or any new MEA assessment) into the PE/PG process.  The section ends with 
a discussion of features and characteristics districts seek when choosing assessment measures. 
SELECTION OF ASSESSMENT INSTRUMENTS  
Not surprisingly, one of the more significant challenges districts have faced is identifying 
reliable, valid, standardized instruments for assessing student growth across the broad array of 
academic content areas covered in K-12 education.  Researching and selecting specific 
instruments often involved a thorough and complex process of  
(1) Reviewing measures 



















(3) Evaluating reporting options (e.g., breadth/depth of information provided to teachers)  
(4) Considering the timeliness with which schools would obtain the results,  
(5) Determining the alignment to state and local curriculum guidelines.   
For districts in these case studies, this work was conducted by teams of faculty and 



























As this suggests, for some districts, the result was a rather extensive list of instruments that were 
incorporated into a comprehensive assessment system, with different tools used based on grade-




Drawing on a large pool of instruments, one strategy used by some districts allows teachers or 
schools to select specific instruments from a portfolio of possible measures.  Teachers are then 
able to measure growth for different students using different instruments in order to address the 






NON-MATHEMATICS/READING CONTENT AREAS 
Nevertheless, superintendents indicated that their districts continued to seek instruments – 
particularly in areas outside of math, reading, and writing.  Widely adapted, standardized 
measures are less common for some content areas, and so superintendents reported that 
partnerships with other districts, as well as guidance from the Department of Education, can be 
particularly beneficial in identifying such tools.  By sharing information regarding options and 
experiences, districts can avoid “recreating the wheel” or worse, repeating mistakes.  














One area where there exists regular opportunity to measure student growth, but fewer well-
known standardized assessment tools is Physical Education. Some districts have addressed this 










Similarly, performance arts and related disciplines are other areas in which some districts find it 
difficult to incorporate measures of student growth.  However, they continue to identify options, 
























This latter district has drawn upon instruments developed and used by multiple different sources 
in order to maximize the number of instructional areas addressed by their student assessments.  









Perhaps the most challenging area for assessment in connection with PE/PG systems involves 
growth among students receiving special education services. Depending upon the unique status 
of a child, the range of possible skill areas and developmental levels that may be targeted by 
educators at any grade level can be significant.  The process if further complicated by other state 
initiatives, such as proficiency-based education, that have their own impact on assessment.  The 
result is that many districts continue to explore strategies for assessing students in special 













Understandably, assessment-focused monitoring and reporting on student growth may be 
particularly new and stressful for many educators in certain areas.  However, with sufficient 
support, information, and training, superintendents reported most teachers found the result 









ADDITIONAL POSSIBLE STRATEGIES FOR COLLECTING STUDENT DATA 
In some cases, districts are simultaneously in the process of adapting their curriculum in ways 
that may facilitate assessing student growth in courses outside of mathematics/reading/writing.  
This is not a case of “teaching to the test”, but rather incorporating relevant, interdisciplinary 
skill-building based on reading/writing and mathematics into other content areas.  For example, 
one superintendent described how in order to improve student writing skills, their district 
previously adopted a policy that involves mandatory writing across all disciplines. This led to a 
“Reading, Writing, Running” course, in which students wrote about their physical activity.  The 
school similarly developed a writing-cooking class where students wrote about their experience 






















As described by this superintendent, doing so may require significant work on the part of 
teachers, but result in a more positive and engaging educational experience for the students. 
Superintendents are also leveraging other assessment efforts that either exist in their district or 




noted how their district incorporated their existing RTI screening tool (Aimsweb) for literacy and 










Leveraging existing assessments may be an efficient way to collect PE/PG data without placing 
additional testing demands on students and teachers.  Nevertheless, instruments should not be 
adopted simply as a matter of convenience. When conducting these reviews, superintendents 
reported that in many cases it became apparent that an existing measure may work well for 





















ASSESSING AREAS BEYOND ACADEMICS 
With the focus on student academic growth, several superintendents expressed concern that 
assessments may be overlooking growth in valuable non-academic skill areas.  “21st Century 
Skills” such as perseverance, creativity, and problem solving, are increasingly recognized as 
important skills not generally addressed in traditional standardized assessments.  Moreover, a 
system that is seen as focusing on a few high stakes test results may discourage students from 

















THE MEA / SMARTER BALANCED 
Not surprisingly, several of the participating superintendents did report using the MEA for 






Nevertheless, even with the easy access to the MEA as a standardized instrument, these 




Foremost was the fundamental question of whether the Smarter Balanced assessment was going 
to be used beyond its first year.  Districts were uncomfortable shaping the student-growth portion 























Beyond the fundamental question of whether Maine would continue to use Smarter Balanced, 
districts were reluctant to transition their PE/PG systems to rely on an instrument for which they 
felt there were significant unknowns.  One district that was planning to use Smarter Balanced as 
a measure of student growth was potentially interested in using fall interim assessments as a pre-
test measure.  However, at the time of the interview, this decision was on hold pending further 
















On a deeper level, questions regarding Smarter Balanced also touched on the basic psychometric 
qualities and alignment with curriculum and policy, such as proficiency-based education.  
Superintendents also reported that the type, extent, and format in which the results would be 
provided to educators remained unclear.  Districts that had institutionalized a formal vetting 
process for reviewing and selecting instruments were thus hesitant to adopt a new tool without 



























This touches on a more fundamental issue in which districts that began the process early and/or 
worked aggressively to meet state deadlines have systems that are relatively well-developed.  
Many of these districts “did the right thing” and implemented successful policies, procedures, 
and practice, and are now understandably cautious about potentially upsetting what they have 
built – particularly given concerns (at the time) regarding the future of Smarter Balanced and the 


















Districts reported varying levels of support for incorporating a new MEA measure, in large part 

















An option noted by one superintendent would be to include the MEA if required, but if it does 
not satisfy their district needs or criteria, to continue with their existing measures and simply 








Finally, it is worth noting that while superintendents some felt that recent concerns regarding the 
amount of testing students experience were at times overstated, others reported that they felt the 
time required for the Smarter Balanced assessment was problematic.  Beyond the time students 
spent on their own assessment, these superintendents reported that the scheduling and 
coordination of assessments had a larger negative impact on the school as a whole.  For example, 

























While many of these points are now moot given the state decision to leave Smarter 
Balanced, the implications that such change and action have on district perspectives and 
potential future behavior is worth considering as Maine goes on to select a replacement. 
DESIRED PROPERTIES OF STUDENT ASSESSMENT INSTRUMENTS 
Beyond validity, reliability, and alignment with the curriculum, superintendents noted several 
additional features that were considered when selecting measures of student academic growth.  
While a decision regarding the future use of the Smarter Balanced assessment had not been made 
at the time interviews were conducted, the perspectives offered by these superintendents may 
prove valuable in identify future state-wide assessment tools.   
The time and scheduling of the assessment were key considerations. Superintendents reported 
weighing the amount and usefulness of the information obtained from different instruments 
against the time required to administer them.  In essence, an assessment should be efficient, 
meaning it provides a maximum amount of useable information, but requires a minimal 






















Continuing with this line of reasoning, superintendents also felt assessments should include tools 
that allow teachers to identify individual student strengths, weaknesses, and learning-gaps in as 
much depth as possible.  This likely involves user-friendly online tools or detailed student-level 
teacher reports.  It was felt that this information should be “vertically stratified” so that beyond 
simply identifying that a student is performing above or below expected levels for a given grade, 
interested teachers can easily determine the grade-level at which a student is performing and the 







To fully-leverage student assessment data, this information would also involve teachers 
expanding their pedagogical skills and curriculum plans in order to potentially incorporate 
material outside of what is typically expected for a given grade-level.  This may require 
significant changes to the classroom, but would reflect a more comprehensive transition to a 





















As this suggests, for many teachers the use of assessment data to directly inform practice may 
require additional training and professional development.  In some districts, it may also require 
providing teachers with additional student-level information in user-friendly formats.  But the 
end result is a more data-informed educational practice that leverages student assessment data in 
















Related to this, several superintendents were specifically interested in measures that allowed 
multiple assessments each year.  This would provide a more complex and sophisticated view of 
student growth, but would also potentially allow them to be used as a formative assessment tool.  
One superintendent noted a particular strength of their current student-learning measure was the 














When done right, formative assessment is not seen as an extraneous “check” on students and 
teachers, but rather it becomes a seamless valuable core part of the iterative teaching process.   
Beyond teacher’s using student data to inform their own practice in the classroom, 
superintendents were also interested in using data to help inform district policy and actions.  For 
example, one superintendent described sharing aggregated grade-level data generated by their 
system with teachers, school board members, and other key constituents as a way of informing 








Regardless of their final selection of instruments, several superintendents specifically pointed to 
recent events in Atlanta, where educators were sentenced to jail for racketeering in connection 
with the manipulation of student testing data.  This concern is reflected in conscious decisions to 
avoid options that create an environment where there were opportunities for manipulation – or 
even for the potential appearance of manipulation. 




























INCORPORATING STUDENT ASSESSMENT DATA INTO 
PE/PG SYSTEMS 
The prior section focused on measures of student performance across the curriculum and 
strategies that districts were employing in order to address historically less-assessed content 
areas.  This section reviews how participating districts are incorporating these measures into their 
PE/PG system.  It includes a summary of how districts conceptualize and operationalize 
“growth” using multiple assessments over time, as well as the relative weight that different 
districts apply to the student growth component of their systems.  The section concludes with a 
discussion of how factors outside of the classroom can negatively impact student growth and 
teacher PE/PG scores. 
HOW IS GROWTH CONCEPTUALIZED AND CALCULATED 
With no officially defined formula or approach for translating student assessment data into 
measures of student growth, districts have adopted a range of strategies, from strictly 
quantifiable, to quantifiable with a large visual/qualitative component to help interpret the 









































Beyond how growth is measured, the timing of the assessments fundamentally shapes how 
growth is conceptualized and what extraneous factors may impact the results.  For example, 
annual spring-to-spring assessments inherently incorporate some degree of “summer learning 
loss” into student’s growth and PE/PG results: The greater the summer learning loss, the more 
disadvantaged the teacher will be in the following year (i.e., the greater the improvement needed 
just to “break even” with the previous end-of-year spring assessment).  However, as noted by 
one superintendent, ignoring summer learning loss may overstate how much true growth is 
occurring over multiple years.  Rather than recognizing and addressing an issue impacting 
student learning, it essentially removes a school’s responsibility for finding innovative solutions 


















As noted previously assessing student performance in certain content areas is challenging and 
requires more innovative solutions.  The same is true for using the results of those assessments to 
measure growth over multiple years/assessments.  In performance arts, one superintendent noted 
that their district evaluated growth across a three-year time period in order to account for more 













This same superintendent also noted challenges addressing industrial arts, with current plans 















As noted previously in connection with student assessment data, ideally evaluating student 
growth will occur across multiple independent assessments and instruments, rather than a single 








The challenge becomes collecting these multiple measures in a way that is as seamless and 
unobtrusive as possible for the regular classroom teaching environment. 
WEIGHT APPLIED TO STUDENT GROWTH 
As state policy has evolved, there has been considerable debate regarding how much weight 
student growth data should carry with a district’s PE/PG system.  Districts included in these case 
studies have adopted various models, generally weighing student growth as 20% or more of a 
teacher’s PE/PG score, or building to 20% over the next few years.  Some districts don’t assign a 
specific percentage to various components of the PE/PG system, but include student growth as a 
core part of a larger matrix.   
Districts also differ in how they aggregate student growth data.  For example, the student growth 
score for a sixth grade Spanish teacher may reflect the sum of (1) growth observed for students 
in her class, and/or (2) the overall growth for all sixth grade Spanish students in the school, 
and/or (3) the overall growth for all sixth grade students in the school, and/or (4) the overall 
growth for all students in the school.  In some districts, the growth component for a teacher’s 
PE/PG score may be based only on the classroom-level aggregation, in others it may be based on 
all four aggregation levels.  Alternatively, if she does not work with a specific class, it may be 




































Ultimately, participating superintendents reported that with good communication and 
understanding by all parties, obtaining support for a final formula for student growth was 
generally achievable with few difficulties.  This was particularly true for some districts that had 










Superintendent D: You don’t get to say 
these are my children and those are 























TEACHER OF RECORD 
One of the challenges with incorporating student performance data into a PE/PG system is 
identifying an official teacher of record for students.  Several superintendents described various 
criteria their district considered for determining the teacher of record.  Inevitably, they identified 
scenarios where certain students would “slip through the cracks”, creating a situation where no 
one was responsible for some youth.  For example, students who receive special education, ELA, 
and/or Title I services in schools with team teaching 
may fall into a category where no single educator 
satisfies some predefined threshold of contact 
required of the teacher of record.   
Superintendents reported that finding solutions for this problem led to valuable conversations 
among faculty and administrators in many of these districts.  These discussions, combined with 
state changes designed to help resolve such issues, resulted in changes in some districts that 



















Even with this reflection and review, superintendents reported that deriving a single definition or 
algorithm that would identify the appropriate teacher of record in all cases may not be possible 
without the flexibility to address unique situations that may arise.  Consequently, districts have 
incorporated varying degrees of flexibility in how the teacher of record is identified.  For 
example, one solution provides teachers the option – with principal approval – of having specific 
student data removed from their PE/PG results based on factors such as student mobility.  
However, superintendents also recognized the need to carefully evaluate and monitor such 
























Superintendents also expressed concern that an unintended consequence may be less 
collaborative partnership among educators in the teaching of individual children.  The fear was 
that it may lead educators to focus solely on children who they perceive as “their” students, at the 















Issues of student assessment, student growth, and teacher of record all intersect in regards to 
children receiving special education services and their teachers.  Many districts continue to 
wrestle with questions regarding appropriate assessment tools that will nevertheless promote 
growth, while determining teacher of record in what may be a more fluid teaching environment.  
This is further compounded by state initiatives, such as standards-based education, that will 













Several superintendents reported on how co-teaching students in special education, combined 
with a more inclusive curriculum, served to address PE/PG needs while simultaneously 
enhancing the educational experience for these students.  In particular, they felt that co-teaching 
resulted in students in special education receiving a stronger curriculum that is more aligned with 










For the PE/PG student assessments, co-teaching may also lead to a significant portion of students 
in special education being able to have their academic growth measured using the same (or 






















Co-teaching though requires considerable work by the teachers and changes in how both 
educators see their role working with students in special education; but ultimately, 








FACTORS IMPACTING STUDENT GROWTH AND TEACHER PE/PG SCORES 
Not surprisingly, superintendents noted that student growth will be impacted by many personal, 
familial, and community factors that operate outside of the classroom.  Family educational 
patterns and a history of higher educational attainment will impact student aspiration and 
motivation, which impact academic testing.  Family and community values and work 
experiences will also impact the interest and goal setting for some students – are they interested 
in employment that involves a four-year degree, or local jobs that may require other skills not 
covered by standardized assessments?  Failure to recognize these issues when examining student 
assessment and growth data can lead to misinterpretations of a teacher’s performance relative to 

























OBSERVATION AND OTHER STUDENT PE/PG DATA  
While the previous sections have focused on student assessment data and measuring student 
growth, this section addresses other key data typically included in PE/PG systems.  First, 
classroom observation data and observational systems used by these districts are examined, 
followed by a discussion of student surveys of the classroom environment.  In some cases, these 
different types of data may provide conflicting or contradictory impressions regarding teacher 
effectiveness, and so superintendent perspectives regarding such discrepancies and how they are 
addressed in their PE/PG system are then examined.   
OBSERVATIONS 
Not unexpectedly, observations of teachers “in action” in their classroom were uniformly seen as 
vital components to assessing the quality teaching.  Superintendents in these case studies 
reported using a variety of different classroom observational tools, based on different standards 
or models of teaching.  Regardless of their selection, superintendents reported satisfaction with 
the observational system used by their district. All observational systems were computer/web-
based, with a range of enhanced data collection tools to help observers make reliable, accurate 
assessments.  These systems also included reporting tools to assist teachers and supervisors 
interpret the results and identify skill-areas in which a teacher may benefit from further attention 
and training.  In some systems, these recommendations may be tied to specific suggestions and 


































Observations are generally conducted by administrators or supervisors, including principals, 
assistant principals, department heads and directors, or others depending upon the grade level 

























Some districts also include peer observations conducted by other teachers.  These may be formal 
or informal, and depending upon the district they may be strictly for a teacher’s own edification 
and not made available to administrators as part of PE/PG evaluations.  Peer observations are 
seen as providing an additional independent perspective on a teacher’s performance in the 
classroom, but also are seen as a tool for encouraging discussion, collaboration, and idea-sharing 
among teachers.  For some superintendents, the most valuable contribution of peer observations 
















While classroom observations provide valuable impressions of the instructional style and 
learning environment, establishing reliability for these observations can be a considerable 
challenge.  To be valid, formal observational systems require training and reliability-checks in 
order to ensure that different classrooms evaluated by different observers are nevertheless being 
evaluated in the same manner using the same criteria and scaling.  The potential that even well-
intentioned observers may improperly rate classrooms and negatively impact PE/PG evaluations 




system and training observers to reliability can be significant.  This can be offset in part through 





















Given the costs involved, superintendents uniformly reported that support from the state for 
observations would be particularly valuable.  As noted in previous comments, costs for high-
quality systems may be acceptable for larger districts, but prohibitive to smaller ones, placing 
those districts at a relative disadvantage.  Other related support, such as state-sponsored 
professional development or regional training, or state assistance coordinating larger 

















STUDENT SURVEYS   
Some districts also incorporate student surveys into their PE/PG system.  Student surveys 
provide an additional unique perspective on the classroom environment and instructional 
practice.  For the purpose of assessing teacher effectiveness, surveys should focus on the 
teaching environment and pedagogical style of the classroom, rather than simply address student 
learning or satisfaction with a curriculum.  Depending upon the district, student surveys may be 
widely implemented or used on a limited scale in response to specific concerns, such as 










Not surprisingly, student survey data regarding the classroom experience introduces new issues.  
Specifically, teachers may be uncomfortable with the idea that their teaching effectiveness is 
being “evaluated” by their own students, and concerned that student ratings may be swayed 
positively or negatively based on other factors, such as grading, homework expectations, etc.  
Superintendents reported that these concerns can be ameliorated – to at least some degree – by 
using appropriate instruments and clear communication regarding the nature and purpose of the 
student surveys. While it may be painful when student reports differ from teachers’ own self-
perceptions, the resulting process of reflection and change was seen as beneficial to both the 

























WHEN DATA DON’T AGREE 
Not surprisingly, observation data, student growth data, student surveys, and other information 
contained within the PE/PG system may at times appear to be inconsistent or contradictory.  
Often, it may simply be an aberration that becomes clear once one reviews more long-term data 
and trends for that teacher.  Other times, it may reflect more subtle and complicated issues.  For 
example, an excellent teacher may correctly appear very strong based on supervisor and peer 
observations, and yet if she teaches in a highly mobile district – where mobility can negatively 
impact student performance (see MEPRI report ZZZZ) – her student growth data may appear 
problematic.  Similarly, the actual content in a class may not align with the instruments being 
used to assess student growth.  Alternatively, observations may identify numerous concerns for a 
teacher, and yet if he teaches in an academically strong school or community, he may have a 
large proportion of students identified as “proficient” simply because he is “riding along on good 





























In particular, superintendents expressed concern that the alignment of assessments with 
coursework will require particular attention over the coming years.  In some instances, course 
material may not align with an assessment simply because a teacher, for one reason or another, 
chooses to teach material outside of the official, well-aligned curriculum.  However, the 
transition to standards-based education is seen as potentially more fundamentally changing the 
content and timing of educational material for all students.  With every change, districts will 
need to monitor their curriculum and assessment instruments in order to verify that what is being 

























DIFFERENCES ARE EXPECTED AND DESIRED 
Finally, when the information within the PE/PG system is ultimately analyzed, the results should 
ultimately show differences between teachers.  To be accurate and useful, a PE/PG system must 
differentiate between teachers with some teachers recognized as higher performing or more 
effective than others.  In theory, when a single assessment instrument is examined across an 
entire state, it is possible for every teacher in a given school to be rated above the state average – 










Other superintendents noted similar differentiation when looking at classroom level data. One 




at different proficiency levels in a classroom, with green indicating the proportion of students 






While some teachers understandably find this type of evidence-based differentiation stressful, 
superintendents also reported that other teachers were positive about different levels of 
performance being recognized.  Particularly hard-working and high-performing teachers may be 
frustrated by a system that simply places all teachers into the same category.  Furthermore, it is 
difficult to target and address the need for additional training and support if the evaluation 




















MAKING IT WORK: SUPERINTENDENT SUGGESTIONS 
While the focus of this report is student assessment and growth data in PE/PG systems, 
superintendents also noted several common strategies they felt were particularly valuable when 
developing and implementing their systems.  This final section summarizes their observations in 
order to help inform others who may either be at an earlier stage of building a PE/PG system, or 
redesigning their system in the future. 
DON’T DELAY AND STAY THE COURSE 
These superintendents as a whole felt that their districts were in a relatively strong position given 
they started early and/or worked aggressively to meet target dates.  Superintendents also 
recognized that starting early meant that they had to make subsequent revisions to their plans 
based on changes implemented by the state of federal government – some of which were made in 













Superintendent D: We should not make the focus on the teachers that are not doing their 
jobs.  We have to make sure the system is robust enough that we’re helping all teachers 
grow…. a robust professional development system that’s built on teachers continuing to think 
about their craft and how to grow to the next level.  [We want them] to have that excitement 
about finding ways to have a tremendous impact on not only their students, but students 






















The result of is that districts may feel that time and resources were wasted designing and 
implementing changes that were unnecessary.  This may discourage districts in the future, or 
create an unintended disincentive to readily adopt new policies in anticipation that these policies 


















DON’T RELY ON ONE SOURCE – MULTIPLE SOURCES OF INFORMATION 
Superintendents also reported finding value in drawing from multiple sources of information for 
all components within their PE/PG system.  In some cases, evidence of high (or low) quality 
teaching may reflect low-frequency events that occur in specific situations.  As such, different 
tools may capture different, unique insights into a teacher’s practice.  Multiple sources thus lead 
to more reliable and valid summaries of teacher performance and effectiveness.  It also serves to 
















Triangulating information across multiple measures fits well with a holistic perspective teacher 
effectiveness.  This can reconcile possible conflicting pieces of information from different 
instruments collected in different ways. All information then needs to be integrated into an 












DON’T SLOW DOWN – MEET REGULARLY 
Once the process of designing a PE/PG system is in place, the superintendents reported that to 
keep the process moving forward, regular meetings among committee members are vital.  
Communication and meetings with other districts are also valuable ways to learn strategies for 
addressing challenges that may emerge, as well as for leveraging ideas or tools that other districts 
have identified or developed.  Not surprisingly, superintendents also credited success with 























As the PE/PG system design and implementation progresses, it is important that there be regular, 
clear, and consistent communication with district teachers and administrators.  This is important 
in order to ensure transparency as well as to identify and correct any misconceptions that may 




examples for various instruments, can also help quickly address questions that may arise and 























AN ONGOING PROCESS 
Superintendents reported that it was important that all teachers see PE/PG as a continually 
ongoing process, not just a “hoop to jump through” every few years.  Having everyone engaged 
in some type of PE/PG activity each year was often seen as important.  As goals are met or 
concerns addressed, new goals and targets should be established in order to maintain the 






















HELPING TO IMPROVE TEACHING FOR ALL EDUCATORS 
Superintendents uniformly reported that a central feature to a successful PE/PG system was that 
it not just be seen as a punitive tool used to discipline teachers. The goal is instead to help 
improve teaching, and through this improve student learning. As described in the opening quote 
for this section, a positive PE/PG system will be focused on building strengths and skills for all 
teachers, not just those who may be struggling. Superintendents acknowledged that in some 
cases the PE/PG process may ultimately lead to recognition that teaching – like any vocation – 
may not be the correct match for everyone who enters into the profession.  But that should not be 
the goal of the process. That perception interferes with it being used to help promote better 

















Beyond validity, reliability, and alignment with the curriculum, superintendents noted several 
additional key features that were considered when selecting measures of student academic 
growth.  These included: 
 The time and scheduling of the assessment: it should provide maximum information, but 
require minimal disruption to the normal classroom schedule and practice.    
 Tools that allow teachers to identify individual student strengths, weaknesses, and 
learning-gaps.  This could be used by teachers for individualized learning. 
 Potential for use as a formative assessment.   
 Access to tools that administrators could use to inform policy and practice. 
 A design that avoids even the potential appearance of possible data manipulation. 
Beyond mathematics and reading/writing, superintendents indicated that their districts continued 
to seek standardized measures in other content areas.  For example, some districts are using Fit 
Stats – a physical performance assessment already used by many schools in Maine—as a 
measure of growth in physical education, while others are addressing growth in the performance 
arts through change in portfolios or common performances over time.  To identify measures, 
some districts have drawn upon instruments developed and used by multiple different sources 
and state PE/PG systems.  Superintendents are also leveraging other existing or upcoming 
assessment efforts, such as RTI and proficiency-based education, as a way to address PE/PG 
assessment needs.  Partnerships with other districts, as well as guidance from the Department of 
Education, can help identify such solutions.  This can also help districts avoid “recreating the 
wheel”, as well as potentially help offset the cost of researching and implementing solutions.   
Superintendents expressed a number of concerns with incorporating the MEA / Smarter 
Balanced assessment into their PE/PG systems.  Foremost was the fundamental question of 
whether the Smarter Balanced assessment was going to be used beyond its first year.  Districts 
were uncomfortable shaping the student-growth portion of their PE/PG system around a tool that 
may only be in place once.  The degree to which superintendents felt that key information 




These included alignment with curriculum and future policy, such as proficiency-based 
education, as well as the type, extent, and format in which the results would be provided to 
educators.  Also, districts that had institutionalized a formal vetting process for reviewing and 
selecting instruments were hesitant to adopt a new tool without applying the same standards and 
review process to a new MEA measure.  While Maine has since decided to discontinue using 
Smarter Balanced, these concerns may prove valuable when selecting a new measure. 
Superintendents observed that the alignment of assessments with coursework will require 
particular attention over the coming years.  The transition to standards-based education may lead 
to significant changes in the content and timing of some material.  Districts will need to monitor 
their curriculum and assessment instruments in order to verify that what is being measured 
actually aligns with what is intended to be covered in the classroom. 
Some districts assessed growth over different time scales based on the specific course, with 
growth over a single year applied to courses that are covered on a regular, steady basis (e.g., 
mathematics), and growth over multiple years used for courses that have more limited 
instructional time (e.g., performance arts).  Districts also varied in how they addressed summer 
learning loss.  Spring-to-spring assessments include any loss that occurs over the summer: The 
greater the summer learning loss, the greater the improvement needed to “break even” with the 
previous end-of-year spring assessment.  However, as noted by one superintendent, ignoring 
summer learning loss may overstate how much true growth is occurring over multiple years and 
unintentionally lead to schools not exploring solutions to this issue. 
Districts included in these case studies generally weigh student growth as 20% or more of a 
teacher’s PE/PG score, or are building to 20% over the next few years.  Individual student 
growth was aggregated at different levels in different districts.  For example, a teacher’s student 
growth component of the PE/PG score might be based on all the students in her class, all the 
students in her academic program, all the students in her grade-level, and/or all the students in 
her school.  In some districts, the growth component for a teacher’s PE/PG score may be based 
only on the classroom-level aggregation, in others it may be based on all four aggregation levels.  
Alternatively, if she does not work with a specific class, it may be weighted to focus on student 




One of the challenges with incorporating student performance data into a PE/PG system is 
identifying an official teacher of record.  Superintendents reported that it was important to 
include a degree of flexibility in assigning teacher of record in order to address unique situations 
that may arise, while recognizing the need to carefully evaluate and monitor such exclusions in 
order maintain the validity of the entire system and avoid “cherry-picking” student scores.  A 
deeper concern was that too much attention on the teacher of record may lead educators to focus 
solely on children who they perceive as “their” students, at the expense of providing support and 
assistance to other students around them.  This was particularly true in regards to students in 
special education, where several districts relied heavily on co-teaching.   
Districts use a variety of classroom observation tools based on different standards or models of 
teaching.  Superintendents were uniformly satisfied with whatever system their district used.  
Observational systems were computer/web-based, with features to help observers make reliable, 
accurate assessments.  Systems also included reporting tools to help educators interpret the 
results and identify skill-areas for future professional development.  Some districts also include 
peer observations, which depending upon the district, may not available to administrators as part 
of PE/PG evaluations.  Peer observations were seen as a useful way of promoting discussion and 
idea-sharing among teachers.   
The significant costs for implementing an observational system and training observers can be 
offset in part through partnerships with other districts, although superintendents uniformly 
reported that support from the state would be valuable.  Other possible state-level support, such 
as state-sponsored professional development or regional training, or state assistance coordinating 
larger collaboratives was also seen as potentially helpful. 
Student surveys were part of some state systems, and depending upon the district either widely 
implemented or used on a limited scale in response to specific concerns. 
Ultimately, while some teachers were uncomfortable with PE/PG systems identifying teachers as 
performing at different levels of effectiveness, superintendents also reported that other teachers 
were positive about different levels of performance being recognized.  Particularly hard-working 
and high-performing teachers may be frustrated by a system that simply places all teachers into 
the same category.   
